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Abstract


Innovation processes have become more and more important for companies and organizations in latest years in order to stay competitive and to adapt to the constant changes. The boom of information technologies brought with it more opportunities for transformation and digital open innovation (DOI) contests appear as a strong tool that could help to address these new challenges in many industries, including the tourism sector. Using a mixed-method approach (qualitative and quantitative) in the form of interviews with four experts in the field and online survey of 120 respondents, the purpose of this study is to identify the benefits and challenges that DOI contests offer to all units of the tourism ecosystem and to analyze the underlying motives which stimulate different stakeholders to participate in such contests. The main benefit of such contests is allowing an efficient way of gathering a bigger number of ideas, knowledge transfer, and development of innovative solutions, bringing together different perspectives in solving a problem. In terms of challenges, finding the right partners, resources, and effective communication channel that motivates and engages the participants during the entire process. Results of the Chi2 indicate that all four motivational factors namely, meaningful social interactions, development of skills and promotion of creative ideas, curiosity, and satisfaction with the distribution of benefits, have significant association (p<0.05) with the likelihood to join a DOI contest again and for the first time.
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1 INTRODUCTION


For many years, the concept of innovation or the creation and commercialization of new ideas has been a key element in the business models of numerous industries in the commercial field. In this phenomenon, firms require and ensure the availability of skills and facilities, efficient distribution system, production and market knowledge, sufficient investment and other resources (Fagerberg, 2004). The process originated from companies generally independently leading the process with the administration of the research and development department, and following a classic technology push model (Iglesias-Sánchez et al., 2017). A change in managing the innovation activities took place when Chesbrough (2003) introduced the concept of Open Innovation (OI), wherein the company makes use of external ideas from consumers, clients, competitors, suppliers, and other stakeholders for new product development (Chesbrough & Bogers, 2014). The use of digital technology in business processes brought about crucial and paramount changes in various industries (Barlatier et al., 2020). Through this, the innovation process becomes more accessible to external actors, and in- and out-bound stream of information are promoted and managed more effectively (Gassmann & Enkel, 2004). Under the umbrella of Digital Open Innovation (DOI), web-based idea contests have specifically become a substantial tool for industries and companies to collaborate with external stakeholders to produce a great number of creative and innovative ideas for value creation, product development, or a particular problem (Moritz et al., 2018). The tourism industry is one of the many industries that has experienced massive changes brought about by this digitization. However, the COVID 19 pandemic has clearly challenged the industry and its operations. Many companies have been considerably negatively affected by important economic losses in millions of dollars and have had to deal also with losses of their workforce, who have chosen other, safer industries (Škare et al., 2021). The current situation is also affecting different communities and their destinations, which makes the entire industry re-think about problems and solutions, come up with changes and new innovations to recover, and be able to keep travelers safe and motivate them to travel to the touristic destinations (Fusté-Forné & Ivanov, 2021; UNWTO, 2020). Opportunities for transformation have arisen, and in order to recover and increase competitiveness, OI processes in the tourism industry have become significantly important more than ever. Thus, DOI competitions that generates new ideas in the shortest possible time and at comparatively low costs are great ways to not only provide solution to the impacts of the pandemic, but also to provide stakeholders an opportunity to share their ideas.


In the context mentioned above, the concept of an ecosystem is highlighted as a vital aspect of open innovation. The concept of an OI ecosystem is composed of interdependent actors connected by means of a digital platform that eases the formation of knowledge and creates opportunities for collaboration (complementary) and competition (substitute) relations (Fasnacht, 2019), as well as activities, institutions or “rules of the game”, products and technologies (Granstrand & Holgersson, 2020). The interconnected actors are not only limited to companies and consumers, but can also include governments, civil society, the private sector, universities, individual entrepreneurs. In order to understand the dynamics of economic systems and the mechanisms of innovation (Nylund et al., 2019), and enhance the development outcome of an innovative process, an ecosystems approach is required (The International Development Innovation Alliance, n.d.).


Previous studies have long recognized the importance of digital technology on co-creation and open innovation processes. However, researches about DOI contests are still very limited. A study conducted by Ek (2019) shows an interrelation between a firm’s ability to identify and internalize innovation-conducive information from user communities and its ability to create and manage products functioning as platforms for continuous development and integration of internal and external innovation in the context of digital innovation with user communities. Yet, the applicability of such capabilities of firms in settings such as the tourism industry is insufficiently investigated. One study also shed light on the engagement and communication processes between stakeholders through an OI platform facilitated by Destination Management Organization (DMO) (Lalicic, 2018). However, the underlying motivations of stakeholders who collaborate in open innovation initiatives need further examination. Through conducting a case study on a particular OI contest, a research by Yetis & Teigland (2018) shows the different processes on how such contests in the tourism industry can be undertaken in order to obtain capabilities outside an organization. Although these innovation contests are becoming more popular, evidences suggest that only very limited outcomes and ideas were realized and became actual products and services. Thus, stakeholders of such contests indeed are having challenges in organizing and managing the initiative. This aspect of the phenomenon is insufficiently investigated.


Therefore, the current research aims to discuss the research gap by investigating the degree of involvement of the key stakeholders in all the different stages of a tourism DOI contest process. Specifically, this research aims to identify the benefits and challenges that DOI contests offer to all units of the tourism ecosystem; to analyze the underlying motives which stimulate different stakeholders to participate in such contests; and to understand what kind of resources and strategies were used and can be used to enhance innovation processes in the field of tourism, and how the COVID 19 pandemic affected its implementation. Borrowing the primary theoretical lens from the ecosystems approach, the tourism-related open innovation contests and processes and how they are managed were analyzed. This would present insights into how DOI contests should be organized and hosted to promote tourism ecosystem stakeholder participation and to enhance the feasibility of realizing the innovative ideas.


2 LITERATURE REVIEW


2.1 Digital Open Innovation concept, a new revolution


The industrial revolution which began in the 1800s was one of the most massive and global changes the world has seen, and it continues to shape the present times (Stearns, 2021). Technology revolution is part of these changes. Advances in digitalization and Internet technologies are creating the new paradigm of industry 4.0, which is distinguished for rapid changes such as individualization on demand, increased ability of buyers to decide about the conditions of the exchange, more flexibility in the creation of products and services, decentralization with fast decision-making processes, and efficient management of resources and sustainable approaches. It basically allows a strong technology-push in different industries and practices as well. These new processes bring a wide range of new trends related to short developing periods of production of products and services, and high innovation strategies that help many enterprises become successful (Lasi et al., 2014). Additionally, this process is highly attached to global developments, especially sustainability megatrends in society, but also new digital or technological opportunities and resource scarcity (Eisenreich et al., 2021).


The innovations introduced by entrepreneurs are the engine of the competition renewal (Schaeffer, 2015). Innovation can be understood as a process of continuous learning and research that results in exploring new ideas successfully in the market (Almeida, 2021). It also means the disruption of the present order of things, as Schumpeter acknowledged (Au-Yong-Oliveira et al., 2018). Innovation enables an increase in value for producer and/or consumer, such as new or improved products or services, new processes for creation of services, new business models, or via changes in structuring the organization or its value chain (Eriksson Lundström et al., 2013). These improvements promoted by external entities lead to a new level of collaboration named open innovation, and it is getting quite the attention from entities aiming to deliver creative and successful products to the market (Au-Yong-Oliveira et al., 2018). Open Innovation is one type for democratized platforms that allows resource allocation, and collaboration among customers, organizations, and developers (Kitsios & Kamariotou, 2019). The concept of OI explains the logic of engaging multiple stakeholders in an innovation process. Technology-oriented organizations can benefit from engaging multiple stakeholders at different stages of the innovation process (Pillmayer et al., 2021).


In the process of technological innovation, there will be information overflow in the industry, and other industries can promote technology integration and gradually narrow the technological differences among industrial sectors by taking advantage of this information overflow (Qiu et al., 2021). Digital transformation has undoubtedly become a key enabler of innovation as evidenced by numerous firms that use Digital Technologies (DTs) to manage their innovation processes. Therefore, DTs consequently play an important role in designing a multi‐sided business model (Gandia & Parmentier, 2017). The OI concept necessitates the integration of systems and technologies capable of converting the process into value (Barlatier et al., 2020). In addition, to attract a broader knowledge, technology allow companies and organizations to take this innovative process to a new level known as Digital Open Innovation (DOI). It emerges as a paradigm based on principles of integrated collaboration, co-created shared value, cultivated innovation ecosystems, unleashed exponential technologies, and rapid adoption due to network effects. This is where smart solutions are developed, and it promises significant improvements in the pace, productivity, predictability, and profitability of the collective innovation efforts (Curley & Salmelin, 2018). Digital Open Innovation is certainly a difficult concept to define as innovation processes are changing as fast as technology does. Nevertheless, a DOI process provides an unprecedented opportunity for managers and business leaders to flourish and contribute to the growing economy of digitalized products and services (Barlatier al., 2020).


Nowadays, OI is developed rapidly not only in high-tech industry but also in other industries, for it can facilitate technological innovation of enterprises, market expansion, sales revenue increase, and research and development of new products (Qiu et al., 2021). OI is actively used in various activities and in companies of various sizes. The use of such innovations radically changes the sphere of tourism (Gusakov et al., 2020). Sustainability became to be a more important topic for destination management. For that reason, the development of tourism policies to improve sustainability is based on the level of OI within the destination (Della Corte et al., 2019). However, the potential for changing smart tourism destinations to create value by engaging multiple stakeholders remains underexplored (Pillmayer et al., 2021). OI has been an important part of the Austrian government’s goals for the future for several years, and it should not be underestimated as an innovation strategy (Petruch & Walcher, 2020). To increase the level of innovation among travel companies, it is important to provide convenient forms for exchanging information, ideas, working solutions, etc. (Gusakov et al., 2020).


2.2 Ecosystem Theory


The development of innovations requires a particular and dynamic ecosystem where these creative processes will take part, and where all actors involved such as universities, governments, institutions, providers, workers, and stakeholders among others, are willing to cooperate and co-create value (Reynolds & Uygun, 2017; Granstrand & Holgersson, 2020). The ecosystem metaphor points to evolution as a central feature, where organisms change and adapt in response to each other and the physical environment, resulting in the process of evolution that plays an important role in explaining change but also progress (Benckendorff et al., 2019; Stahl, 2022). For Granstrand & Holgersson (2020) “an innovation ecosystem is the evolving set of actors, activities, and artifacts, and the institutions and relations, including complementary and substitute relations, that are important for the innovative performance of an actor or a population of actors” (p.4). In addition, the definition presented by Fasnacht (2019) is more complete and more complex, and states that an open innovation ecosystem is an open and interdependent space that is often linked through a digital platform that facilitates the sharing of knowledge, ideas and capabilities to co-innovate and collaborate. The value an ecosystem generates is larger than the combined value of what an actor could contribute individually. Stakeholders involved in such a process could be businesses, clients, communities, universities, or governments all working together to develop and distribute solutions.


For Curley and Salmelin (2018), ecosystems also include the users in quadruple helix setting. They assure that the co-creativity within ecosystems, the sharing and engagement of platforms and environments are very important when creating new markets and innovative products and services. By introducing the strand of ‘‘society’’, the Triple Helix model is transformed into a ‘‘Quadruple’’ Helix (Marcovich & Shinn, 2011). The quadruple helix model consists government, industry, academia, and civil participants who work together to co-create changes that they could not do alone. On the other hand, besides all the benefits that innovation ecosystems can generate to the tourism industry, they are difficult to manage (Curley & Salmelin, 2018).


This complex network for innovation is already in use in a wide range of industries and not only in high technology companies (Chesbrough & Crowther, 2006). The tourism industry, which becomes more competitive every day, takes advantage of these theory of co-creation in developing their own digital tourism ecosystem, which Benckendorff et al. (2019) defined as interactions between living entities such as travelers, suppliers, intermediaries, governments and communities, and the non-living technological environment, which allows these entities access to content using devices, connections, and touch points. In more recent years, many companies engage different units of an industry’s ecosystem in inbound OI processes using innovation contests.


2.3 Open Innovation Contests, a valuable knowledge source


The most promising application to address broad diverse and distributed knowledge from external and internal experts is the idea of Innovation Contests (Bullinger & Moeslein, 2010; Leimeister et al., 2009; Piller & Walcher, 2006). Such competitions have a long tradition and are considered a common trend in many enterprises in recent times as participants who are not employees of the enterprise can contribute their skills and creativity to be able to come up with the optimal solution that the enterprise is looking for (Terwiesch & Xu, 2008; Hofstetter et al., 2017). Hutter et al. (2011) acknowledged that “these idea and design contests add a great deal of value to a company’s innovation process and are evidence of the fact that people are indeed willing to share their ideas, submit their innovative solutions, give valuable feedback and provide insights for improvement” (p.5). Interested users and stakeholders are usually invited to show their skills and take part in an idea generation process of solving an issue and to compete for rewards. Adamczyk et al. (2012) believes that the most important element of OI contests is people, so in order to attract many participants to the contest, the organizers often use many channels from online to offline. The rise of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) has provided these contests the opportunity to be carried out through virtual platforms.


Innovation contests come in different forms. One is community-based contests, which involve communities of participants seeking solutions for a specific problem. ICT challenges can be addressed by hackathons, another innovation contest mainly dealing with software prototypes and coding (Doppio et al., 2020). Digital open innovation contest, on the other hand, allows digital networking of ideas and aims to develop products, services, and solutions based on digital resources. It mostly comes in the form of online collaboration and applies outside-in openness to collect inputs from different stakeholders, which can then be transformed into solutions for the specific problem after the contest (Hjalmarsson et al., 2014). Such contests also help minimize the financial, time and organizational efforts of all the people involved. A successful innovation contest requires a good design that will allow stakeholder participation. Without cooperation and competition, crucial ideas and solutions for current issues and problems will not arise. According to Adamczyk et al. (2012) framework as cited in (Yetis & Teigland, 2018), elements such as the type of medium where a contest is run (media), the organizer, the topic specificity, the degree of elaboration, the specificity of target group of participants, the participant requirements, the contest period, the rewards or prizes, and the evaluation process of ideas must be well-designed to attract experts and the crowd to willingly engage in the innovation task. Therefore, there is a need to analyze the motives behind the participation of the stakeholders and the kind of ideas submitted by users in order for the tourism institutions to organize and achieve a successful co-creation event.


There are several studies that analyzed the motivational factors for one’s participation in such contests. Self-interestmotives and own experiences influence whether someone does something or not. According to Chen (2007), social interactions can affect one’s satisfaction. In relation to idea contests, aside from interest in the topic, people participate in such initiatives to network or connect with like-minded individuals (Kozinets, 2002). Sharing expertise seems to also be a requirement in such contests especially the complex ones (Chen et al., 2014), and delivering own creative solutions are expected. In addition, curiosity about such contests can have an effect on the individual’s participation (Berlyne, 1960; Fueller, 2006). Ultimately, Franke & Klausberger (2012) suggest that one’s decision to join in idea contests is influenced by his or her perception of fairness in terms of the distribution of effects and benefits between the firm and its contributors.


Based on the literature review and previous studies, the following hypotheses are being tested in order to answer the research questions.


H1: Participants who are motivated to create meaningful social interactions are more likely to participate (again) in the contest.


H2: Participants who are motivated to develop their skills and to promote their creative ideas are more likely to participate (again) in the contest.


H3: Participants who are motivated by curiosity are more likely to participate (again) in the contest.


H4: Participants who are satisfied with the distribution of the benefits between the company and the participants are more likely to participate (again) in the contest.


3 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY


This study analyzes the impacts of Digital Open Innovation contests to the tourism ecosystem. As shown above, since DOIs are a new and emerging concept, there is a lack of knowledge concerning the underlying motives which stimulate different stakeholders to participate in open innovation contests as well as how it is managed to enhance innovation processes in the field of tourism. To address this research gap, mixed (qualitative and quantitative) method was applied with a major focus on exploratory qualitative approach since the research questions are mainly explorative and this design provides openness and flexibility to satisfy such questions in the course of the study process. The qualitative approach was chosen to better understand the innovation experts’ experiences with reference to their specific type of institution and contexts, and to describe and understand the meaning and value attributed by them to the phenomenon. The quantitative approach, on the other hand, explains the phenomena by establishing hypotheses. It is also helpful in generalizing and comparing the relationships found in the qualitative data. Given the nature of the research area, a case study of DOI contests is applied as the basic design to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon being investigated in the Austrian context.


3.1 Data collection


Alongside the in-depth literature review, data collection was done by conducting a semistructured interview with four experts in field of tourism and innovation regarding the benefits and challenges of the DOI initiative, their perceived motives of the participants in joining the contests, and the strategies they applied to manage an effective and worthwhile innovation process. The study participants were contacted via email for consent and were interviewed in person and online using Microsoft Teams. The interviews were then recorded and transcribed for analysis. Additionally, in order to take into account the perspective of the other stakeholders such as the former contest participants and the potential ones, an online survey divided into two set of questions was administered. The first set is for those who had an experience in participating in a DOI contest, and the second one is for those who did not. The questions about their assessed impacts of the contests, their motivations for joining (and not joining), and their general experience in such an event were presented in written format using Google Forms and were sent via email.


3.2 Sampling


Due to scope and time constraints, convenience sampling was used. The researchers identified the four experts interviewed based on the list of organisers of open innovation campaigns in tourism suggested by the researchers’ eTourism course lecturer and the recommendations of the initial interviewees themselves. In terms of the online survey, the questionnaires were emailed using the student email distribution system of Salzburg Fachhochsschule to reach all the students from the Urstein, Kuchl, and Schwarzach campuses. The survey was also sent to researchers’ friends and acquaintances that might be of interest to the study. The researchers were able to gather 120 responses. It was ensured that at least answers from 50 respondents for each set of questions were received in order for the data to be reliable in a statistical way.


3.3 Methods of analysis


To analyze the collected data, a thematic content analysis was conducted. The literature review as well as the recorded and transcribed interviews were re-accessed to review, to make notes, and to identify common themes. The next step was to label key words or phrases with codes, which was helpful in identifying patterns and in finding connections, distinctions, and recurrences within the data. Then categories and sub-categories were created by grouping the coded data. Only the relevant themes for the research were kept during the process of linking and describing the relationship between them. Lastly, the results were summarized and linked to the collected quantitative data. In processing and analyzing the quantitative data, differentiation tests as well as descriptive statistics such as frequency, mean, and percentage distribution with the help of IBM SPSS V27 were used. Chi2 Test was used to identify the difference and its statistical significance, and Kendall‘s Tau Beta was executed to determine the level of correlation between the variables.


4 RESULTS & DISCUSSION


Findings of the qualitative analysis show that the importance given to DOI contests is related to gathering a bigger number of ideas and the possibility to get more people involved in the process from different backgrounds thanks to its nature of being open to the public. DOI contests face several opportunities and challenges in their planning, execution, and the implementation of ideas. Results show that the main benefit of these contests is the possibility to get more ideas and the chance to communicate your topic to the public and other stakeholders. In the case of tourism industry, they recognize as a main benefit the possibility to have a great mix of stakeholders and the opportunity for networking. In the case of the tourism industry, they recognize a bigger advantage in contrast to other industries because of the possibility to involve different stakeholders such as the inhabitants of a destination, the tourists or consumers, travel agencies, hotel business, restaurants, municipalities, among others bringing with this more chances for new innovative ideas. Moreover, such contests are recognized as a way to communicate and promote internally and externally what the firms and the destinations are doing as a marketing instrument. It is considered a more efficient way of gathering ideas, knowledge transfer, and development of innovative solutions, bringing together different perspectives in solving a problem. Nevertheless, the benefits of the contests still rely on people's interest in the subject and their capacity and competence to resolve the existing issues presented.


Based on the quantitative analysis, contest participants, on the other hand, cited benefits that align to this study’s formulated hypotheses on the motivational factors for participating in DOI contests. Among the 120 total participants of the online survey, 47.5% have already taken part in a tourism digital open innovation contest or idea campaigns. In their perspective, DOI contests bring together people from different backgrounds and expertise, providing an opportunity tomeet new people and establishmeaningful social interactions. It can help develop skills such as problem-solving, creativity, communication, and teamwork, as well as provide a platform for promoting and refining creative ideas. DOI contests also offer them a chance to explore new areas of interest and engage in problem-solving activities. Participants in DOI contests may receive rewards such as financial compensation, recognition, or the opportunity to work on implementing their idea, leading to a sense of satisfaction and accomplishment. This is consistent with the results of the Chi2, which indicate that all four motivational factors namely, meaningful social interactions, development of skills and promotion of creative ideas, curiosity, and satisfaction with the distribution of benefits, have significant association (p<0.05) with the likelihood to join a DOI contest again and for the first time. The information used was collected via one ordinal scale variable ranging from 1 (totally agree) and 4 (totally disagree), and one nominal scale variable answering whether the respondents will join the contest because of the motivational factor. To show the correlation, Kendall Tau-B values are shown in the table below.


Table 1. Correlations between selected independent variables pairings on likelihood to join DOI Contests





	

	Kendall Tau-B Coefficient





	Motivational Factors

	Have already participated

	Have not yet participated





	Meaningful social interactions

	-0.756*


	-0.427*






	Development of skills and promotion of creative ideas

	-0.650*


	-0.369*






	Curiosity

	-0.670*


	-0.693*






	Satisfaction with the distribution of benefits

	-0.520*


	-0.384*








* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)


This dataset shows that all variables have negative relationship. The strength of relationship ranges from mid-level to strong correlation. Meaning that the respondents that agree that they are motivated because of a certain factor (lowest number in the ordinal range), are more likely to join the contest. Therefore, all the hypotheses were accepted. The results match the assumptions drawn from past literatures, which describe the main motivational factors influencing the intention or likelihood of participants to take part in DOI contests. This suggests that overall, DOI contests are a viable way to engage people from different backgrounds and expertise in problem-solving activities, promoting knowledge transfer, and fostering creativity and innovation.


Regarding the challenges, the qualitative and quantitative findings both reveal difficulties that are associated with organizing and participating in DOI contests. For the contest organizers, they agree that careful and immense preparation is hugely necessary for the success of organizing DOI contests. The planning and organization takes time and a huge amount of work. Expertise is necessary to set up the process in the right way, to ask the right questions, to communicate the competition, and to involve the right partners. The organization of the initiative takes time because of the difficulty to get the right people involved, wherein the roles are well defined and effectively managed.Moreover, investment is needed as the process might cost huge amount of money and demand resources. Interviewees also revealed that the implementation of the ideas can be one of the biggest challenges and the most difficult part. People need to be prepared and be willing to go forward to realize the innovation process and the product. After the contest itself, implementation is necessary and a crucial step that also requires people in charge, time, money and proper organization. Additionally, a concern was mentioned by two of the respondents in relation to the quality of the submissions and how one can motivate people to bring in more in depth or better quality ideas. However, it is an aspect that organizers implied that they cannot fully influence or control. Finally, regarding the COVID-19 pandemic and their effects in the implementation of such contests, interviewees agreed that it has more of a positive than negative effect, because they are digital contests and the pandemic boosts the online participation.


For the respondents who had an experience joining a DOI contest, only 36.8% reported that they encountered issues and challenges during the contest. The most common issue observed revolves around communication. It includes transparency in the results, unclear or insufficient rules and problem description, user difficulty in terms of channel or platform of communication, and overall post contest communication. Difficulty of pitching the idea, opportunity to connect with other participants, rewards, complexity of the entire process, time zone differences and language barrier compose the rest of the main problems the respondents faced during their participation in a DOI contest. This aligns to the perceived pain points of the organizers, which need further planning and improvement on the strategies necessary to avoid such issues to the participants. Generally, contest organizers need to invest in careful preparation, define roles, and effectively manage resources. Contest participants need to be aware of the complexity of the entire process, and they need to invest in pitching ideas that are in-depth and of good quality. Overcoming these challenges will lead to the success of DOI contests in promoting an effective collaboration of the stakeholders in tourism ecosystem.


Analyzing the individuals’ reasons for not participating in DOI contests in the past is also essential to determine the strategies necessary to improve the initiative’s organization, implementation, and management. Of the 63 participants who have not participated in any DOI contest in the past yet, more than half of them (54%) reported that it was because of their lack of awareness of the initiative. It is then followed by absence of interest in the topic (19%) and the complexity of the process (14.3%). To address such hindrances, the contest organizers’ perspective highlights the importance of defining clear and specific questions, providing effective communication channels, and carefully selecting rewards and incentives that will motivate participants to submit high-quality ideas. Interviewees recognize that people get involved easily when they have a personal connection to the problem and a high interest in the solution presented. Strategies to motivate participants include effective interaction with internal colleagues and partners to identify the most advantageous way to organize the contest itself, effective communication channels to inform and promote the contest, and careful selection of rewards and incentives. The use of monetary rewards is considered a fundamental motivator for participation; however, some experts believe that this approach may encourage people to submit as many ideas as possible without regard for relevance and quality. Therefore, it is important to cautiously select rewards and incentives that will make participants feel motivated and connected to the subject of DOI, which allows them to be creative and submit relevant and high-quality ideas.


In conclusion, both perspectives emphasize the need for effective organization, communication, and incentivization in order to increase participation and engagement in DOI contests. A clear and specific problem statement, simplified process, and careful selection of rewards and incentives are all key factors in motivating individuals to participate in DOI contests.


5 CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS


This study helps to advance the knowledge and understanding of how DOI contests can benefit the tourism ecosystem, the motives that stimulate participation, and the resources and strategies used to enhance innovation processes. It also provides information to help tourism organizations to create more effective and efficient contests that are more likely to attract and engage a diverse range of stakeholders. Furthermore, the findings could help to identify the types of resources and strategies that are most effective in supporting innovation processes in the tourism industry.


The research findings suggest some design recommendations for DOI contests in the tourism industry. These recommendations include a clear definition of the contest's objectives and scope to ensure that participants understand the purpose and expected outcomes. In addition, offering incentives such as prizes or recognition can encourage participation and reward innovative ideas. Providing access to resources such as data, tools, and expertise can also support the development and implementation of innovative solutions. It is also essential to ensure transparency and fairness in the selection and evaluation of submissions to maintain trust and credibility.


Fundamentally, good communication, appreciation of good ideas, and creation of a friendly atmosphere wherein people feel rewarded and supported seem to be crucial aspects that can help achieve a critical and valuable crowd, and thus lessen the risk of their disinterest, which can cause failure of the contests. By following these design recommendations, DOI contests in the tourism industry can become a powerful tool for promoting innovation, collaboration, and co-creation among tourism stakeholders, ultimately leading to a more sustainable and competitive industry.


6 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH


The research has several limitations and prospects for further research. First limitation is that the study is based only in the case of Austria and only in the tourism industry. Therefore, it can be country- and industry-specific and might not be significant for other contests. Secondly, the sample size for the online survey is only 120 and only four experts were interviewed. Although the main results are statistically reliable, this size can be rather small and a bigger number might improve the generalizability of the results. The sampling and data collection strategymight also have led to self-selection bias wherein people who are more interested in the research topic were more likely to participate, while others may have declined. Additionally, since the sample for the online survey were mostly comprised of students, it might lack diversity in terms of demographics, experiences, and perspectives, leading to limited insights and potential blind spots in the research. The construction of the questionnaire and specification of survey responses also limited the ability to have a main single dependent variable that is related to all independent variables for motivational factors, making it implausible to perform regression analysis. This limitation can make it more challenging to draw meaningful conclusions from the data and may require alternative statistical methods such as correlation-based analysis, which is the method employed in this research. This is an avenue for future research to analyze the interaction of the several motivational factors and their effects on one’s likelihood to join DOI contests through a more robust test such as regression analysis. Lastly, theremight be other motivational factors that were not taken into account in this study. It would be interesting to include other elements that could possible affect the likelihood of one’s participation in such contests.
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Abstract


Virtual reality (VR) is a rapidly advancing technology that has gained considerable attention in the tourism industry as a tool for destination marketing. This study has been carried out using a qualitative method via manual coding in the form of 36 interviews to understand what Moroccan tourism stakeholders think about VR techniques in destination marketing. The following questions will be answered: (1) What do tourism stakeholders in Morocco think about the possibilities of using VR technologies in destination marketing? (2) In what ways do tourism stakeholders believe that VR technology can be used to attract more tourists to Morocco? (3) What are the advantages and disadvantages of employing VR technology in marketing and advertising? The findings of the study suggest that the stakeholders generally have a positive perception of VR as a marketing tool for tourism destinations and identified several benefits of using VR in tourism destination marketing, including enhancing the customer experience and improving the competitiveness of Morocco's tourism industry. The study also identified several challenges associated with the use of VR in destination marketing. These include the high cost of implementing VR technology, the lack of technical expertise in VR development, and the potential for VR to be perceived as a substitute for real travel experiences.


Keywords: Virtual reality; tourism; destination marketing; digital technology; Morocco.


1 INTRODUCTION


Virtual reality (VR) is presented as a role-playing technology with a realistic 3D virtual environment where users can explore and interact with objects, providing a strong sense of 3D awareness. VR technology enables the participant to be immersed in a digital environment, where the user activates two of his five senses and feels physically present in another location representing real or fictional spaces (Sarkady, Neuburger and Egger, 2021).


Virtual reality (VR) can be a powerful tool for destination marketing in the tourism industry. VR technology allows potential tourists to experience a destination before they book a trip, which can help them make more informed decisions about where to travel. Additionally, VR can be used to create immersive and engaging marketing campaigns that showcase the unique features and attractions of a destination. This can include virtual tours of hotels, restaurants, and other local businesses, as well as virtual experiences of outdoor activities, cultural events, and other local attractions. Furthermore, VR has the potential to significantly enhance destination marketing efforts and help attract more visitors to a particular location.


The use of VR technology in destination marketing is becoming increasingly prevalent, but there is a lack of research on its specific application in the context of the MENA region. Through a qualitative research method, this study aims to understand how tourism stakeholders in Morocco perceive the possibilities of using VR technologies in destination marketing and how they believe it can be used to attract more tourists to the country. The study also examines the advantages and disadvantages of using VR technology in marketing and advertising in the tourism industry and provides valuable insights into the potential of VR technology in destination marketing, and its specific application in the Moroccan context. It offers an important contribution to the literature on the use of VR technology in the tourism industry and its potential to enhance destination marketing.


During the COVID pandemic, virtual tourism became more popular around the world, but it is not just a reaction to the COVID pandemic; it has been and is being developed before (Sarkady, Neuburger and Egger, 2021). There are various activities in virtual tourism in many parts of the travel and tourism industry, driven by technological advances and internet usage around the world and strongly linked to the concept of virtual tourism (Beck, Rainoldi and Egger, 2019). During the COVID pandemic, these types of tourism grew in popularity among the tourism industry around the world; for example, to commemorate the 500th anniversary of Leonardo da Vinci's death in 2019, the Louvre Museum used virtual reality tours. With the rapid advancement of technology, VR has become an increasingly popular tool for destination marketing, allowing for the creation of immersive experiences for potential tourists. However, little research has been conducted on the specific application of VR technology in destination marketing in the context of Morocco.


To address this gap in the literature, this study employs a qualitative research method and conducts interviews with a variety of tourism stakeholders in Morocco to gain an understanding of their perceptions and attitudes towards the use of VR technology in destination marketing. The study aims to answer the following research questions: What do tourism stakeholders in Morocco think about the possibilities of using VR technologies in destination marketing? In what ways do tourism stakeholders believe that VR technology can be used to attract more tourists to Morocco? What are the advantages and disadvantages of employing VR technology in marketing and advertising in the tourism industry?


The first chapter contains empirical and theoretical studies related to the subject, which in turn supported the results of the study. The second chapter of the study explains the methods that were chosen and used to reach the results of the study. The third chapter is the results part, and it describes the results that the authors reached through the interviews that were carried out. The discussion chapter is the fourth part of the study, and within it, the authors combine the results part with the theoretical background of VR in tourism destination marketing, to see if there is an agreement or contradiction between them


2 LITERATURE REVIEW


Digital technologies have contributed to providing great opportunities to develop many different technologies within the tourism industry. In addition, it has influenced the perceptions of visitors who plan their trips through technology, which in turn has contributed to tourism quickly adapting to new developments (Kumar et al., 2015).


(Magál and Slivka, 2017) believe that through the continuous development of technology, virtual reality technology is flourishing in the tourism industry and see that the desire to travel and learn about different countries in the world is increasing greatly. In addition, it is necessary for tourism companies to keep pace with the existing digital and technological developments of our time, in order to attract new generations that rely mainly on technology throughout their lives (Magál and Slivka, 2017).


(Hojeghan and Esfangareh, 2011) describe that through the use of modern technology and VR technologies in the tourism industry, one can contribute to the development of tourism and take it to another level, also explaining that in this digital age, employment opportunities will increase greatly by applying information technology. (Ying et al., 2022) consider VR technology as a relatively new technology, and note that very extensive research is required before the technology can be introduced and used by DMOs. They also describe that the challenge lies in finding models that lead to the generation and increase of revenues for companies that use VR technology in the long term.


(Marasco et al., 2018) present the profits that VR technologies can create in tourism marketing. VR-technician testing before or while travelling both inspires and increases tourists' appreciation of their surroundings. The DMOs that have used VR technology in their marketing have developed and improved their sales (Devasia et al., 2022).


2.1 Applications of VR technologies in tourism industry


As the technology becomes more widely used, both the industry and the public are beginning to see the potential that this technology offers for their respective hospitality and tourist industries. VR application areas for hospitality and tourism are currently under development. These increasingly sophisticated technologies are being envisioned and implemented for end-user benefits in the tourism and hospitality industry as a result of the advancements in VR technologies, which continue to impress consumers and investors (Nayyar et al., 2018).


These factors will help to define the profile of the VR traveller, illuminate their reasons for selecting a destination virtually, and aid in the strategic marketing of travel destinations. All parties concerned must simultaneously take into account the following factors (Oncioiu and Priescu, 2022): (1) Property rights are influenced by political, economic, and sociocultural factors; (2) Sociocultural factors look at consumer and tourist behaviour and market trends; (3) Economic factors influence business model changes.


VR can be used as an attractive standalone tourism product, especially in theme parks,museums and art galleries, VR technologies can provide visitors with an interactive experience, increase participation, and stimulate learning and understanding (Carrozzino and Bergamasco, 2010). Several institutions have already started offering online virtual tours for tourists, such as the Palace Museum in China and the Louvre Museum in France. In addition, VR technologies can provide visitors with a realistic and immersive experience as well as an alternative means of access, and also have the potential to reduce heritage damage that may occur when tourists visit.


The benefits of VR for destination marketing organizations can be seen in how marketing messages are tailored to specific markets while attracting the interest of potential tourists and aiding in the identification of pertinent factors that ultimately serve to motivate users of VR and raise awareness of how future travel decisions are made (Huang et al., 2013).


According to (Pestek and Sarvan, 2020), virtual tourists can easily satisfy their travel needs under the following circumstances: destinations for virtual tourism can allow visitors to improve their perceptions by considering hedonistic and emotional experiences, and the virtual world is presented as a source of useful information. To sum up, VR can be linked to experience (Jung and tom Dieck, 2017), decision-making (Guo and Barnes, 2011), and stimulation (Neuburger, Beck and Egger, 2018).


2.2 Opportunities for VR technologies in tourism destination marketing


Destinations have a unique opportunity to promote themselves and draw in potential tourists by using VR as a marketing tool (Chiou, Wan and Lee, 2008; Neuhofer, Buhalis and Ladkin, 2012). In fact, according to several studies (Williams and Hobson, 1995; Buhalis, 2000; Govers, Go and Kumar, 2007; Hyun and O’Keefe, 2012; Nicoletta and Servidio, 2012; Zarzuela et al., 2013), VR has the ability to influence how future travellers perceive a place (Zheng et al., 2022). Therefore, it is possible to infer that virtual reality has a favourable impact on how tourists make decisions. The technology is constantly evolving, creating an atmosphere of great challenge among tourism marketers and forcing them to keep up with developments, in addition to the lack of sufficient information about VR technology and how to use the technology, which can create difficulties in the tourism industry in general (Cooper and Macneil, 2005). They show that VR technology, or renewable technologies in general, have specific age groups to adapt to.


The benefits that (Cheong, 1995) sees with VR technology are that it is sustainable, as when looking at the environmental aspect, VR protects the environment from damage and pollution. In addition, it protects destinations from damage that can be caused by tourists, whether at the site's heritage, environmental or social level. (Zhang et al., 2022) believes that virtual tours or trips can be a threat to tourism, but he also describes how VR technology can help tourists with their future vacation planning. In addition, VR technologies will increase their information and knowledge of places.


(Griffin et al., 2017) confirm that VR technology has better quality and expanded content than other methods of destination marketing, as it helps to provide more effective methods of marketing destinations around the world. In addition, they believe that this technology can become a great and powerful tool for promoting a destination and attracting tourists and visitors. (Muluneh et al., 2022) believes that traditional advertising methods, such as travel folders, brochures and other methods that promote travel, are limited and insufficient to help the tourist make their travel decision. He believes that tourists may be disappointed if the destination does not meet their expectations due to their limited knowledge about it. (Hamad and Jia, 2022) continues and states that VR technology provides an opportunity to experience and see the place in a deep way, which makes it easier for travellers to anticipate what they will experience and thus fulfils their expectations of the destination. (Huang et al., 2013) believe that virtual reality technology helps tourists make the right decision when choosing a tourist destination to travel to. This technology allows tourists to see many destinations that can attract them and provides the opportunity to see the experiences that they can experience in those places. (Cheong, 1995) demonstrates that using virtual reality technology in destination marketing has a greater influence on tourists' minds and focuses their memories than other traditional marketing methods.


3 METHODOLOGY


We chose a qualitative method because it helps us to find out how and where VR technologies can be used by tourism stakeholders in Morocco. The interviews have been semi-structured in the form of a physical interview and structured in the form of an email interview. We interviewed 36 hotel managers, destination marketers and tourists from the region of Marrakech-Safi, Casablanca-Settat, Agadir Souss-Massa, Beni Mellal-Khenifra, Fes-Meknes, Tangier-Tetouan-Alhoceima. These choices of regions have been made because they are located in different areas, such as northern, eastern, southern and western Morocco, they also have different surface sizes such as small and large regions, and they focus on different types of tourism. For example, Marrakech-Safi and Fes-Meknes regions focus on cultural tourism, and Agadir Souss-Massa and Tangier-Tetouan-Alhoceima regions focus on seaside tourism.


3.1 Semi-structured interview: physical interview


According to (Kallio et al., 2016), a semi-structured interview excels in the flexibility of the questions. There are opportunities to ask follow-up questions and not have as much control over the dialogue as in a planned or structured interview. (Kallio et al., 2016) believe that there is a significant advantage to using interviews as a method because the study scenario resembles typical everyday speech. In this way, the researcher exercises the least possible influence over the dialogue and its development. In order to get as in-depth an interview as possible, some preinterview preparation is necessary to get answers to the questions or to ensure they stay on topic. As a result, interviews for empirical data collection are an effective strategy (Kallio et al., 2016). For this study, 27 physical interviews have been carried out.


3.2 Structured interview: email interview


This interview method was chosen to reach a larger number of hotel managers, destination marketers and tourists. The form of these interviews is very structured, the emails were sent to different regions in Morocco, and only 9 responses were received from them. The interview method was chosen and used by the email to get more responses from the regional tourism councils, which helps to develop the study and get better results from it. Through this method, the answers can be analysed and coordinated in a simpler way than in other types of interviews. An email has been sent to remind respondents who forgot to answer the questions. A disadvantage of e-mail interviews is that respondents sometimes do not provide detailed answers, which can affect the results of the study in a negative way.


3.3 Inductive method assignment


According to (Gregory and Muntermann, 2011), there are three different ways to draw and discuss a conclusion. These three ways are; deductive, inductive and abductive. The first way is deductive which means going from a theory about a phenomenon to a conclusion. Another way is inductive which is a way you can learn about a phenomenon, by doing interviews or observations to arrive at a conclusion. The third and last way is abductive which is a combination of inductive and deductive reasoning. This study has been carried out in an inductive way, because we wanted to explore if Moroccan destination stakeholders will use VR technologies to market the destinations and in what ways VR technologies can be used within the destinations. Through interviews with tourism managers in various destinations throughout Morocco, we concluded that Moroccan destinations can use VR technologies for marketing, as well as the benefits and drawbacks of VR technology marketing within destinations.


3.4 Literature search


To find credible research and studies related to this study, extensive searches were made in various databases such as Scopus, WOS, Google scholar and Tourism & Hospitality Journals. By doing many searches through these platforms, a large number of these were reached and scholarly articles that are related to the topic of this paper. Course literature and the literary manuscripts used contained vocabulary about virtual tourism, virtual reality technology and how to use this technology in tourism sector. Through the books and scientific papers that were read, new ideas were created that helped us to improve and develop the essay's ideas.


3.5 Method evaluation


After the interview is completed and transcribed, the analysis process begins, through which the collected material is analysed. The qualitative analysis process, on which the study is based, consists of manual coding, thematization and summarization. This process is considered iterative, which means that all information and data are reviewed several times (Sandelowski, 1995). The first step in the analysis process is coding; through coding the existing information is reduced and sorted into several topics to provide more organization, clarity andmanageability (Sandelowski, 1995). The second step is thematization, during this step common patterns or connections are found between the materials that were coded in the first step. Then the process of dividing similar topics is done to sort the topics and create a structure that facilitates the processing of boiled data, which in turn leads to the process of summarising to get the right conclusion (Sandelowski, 1995). The third and final step is summarizing. At this stage, all the material and results obtained have been summarized, and thus the conclusion has been drawn. With this step, it is important to review all results and ensure that all information written is sufficient. If it is not enough, you can add and write more to achieve the best results. In addition, the collected information must be studied in depth, to ensure that there are all the important factors that will lead the researchers to a good final result.


For this study, 36 interviews were conducted, each interview was treated separately. First, the identical information was coded in the same colors, and then the information was divided into several topics related to the research, such as virtual marketing, the possibilities of VR technology, the advantages and disadvantages of VR technology, in addition to the ways in which it can be used. After the completion of this process, the analysis process was carried out, which in turn led to formulating the research conclusion.


3.6 Selection


For this study, we have chosen to request and contact different stakeholders in Morocco, in order to get broad and professional answers that will help us reach our paper’s purpose. We called and emailed several tourism operators in North, East, South, and West of Morocco and asked them to participate in our study. The following table shows all respondents who have participated in the essay and contributed to achieving our research objective.


Table 1. Distribution of 36 tourism stakeholders





	Status

	Number of respondents

	Percentage





	Hotel managers

	16

	44.45





	Destinations marketers

	5

	13.90





	Experts and scientists

	7

	19.45





	Local association

	2

	5.55





	Tourists

	2

	5.55





	Investors

	2

	5.55





	Other

	2

	5.55





	Total

	36

	100







Source: Authors


4 RESULTS


In this section, the results of this study, which have been collected using 36 interviews with 36 respondents from different destinations in Morocco, are presented. This section begins with the possibilities of VR technology and its field of use within destination marketing. The advantages and disadvantages of employing VR technology in marketing and advertising for destinations have been outlined. Finally, the section has concluded by identifying the target group of VR technicians. Moroccan tourism stakeholders have generally been positive about the possibilities of using VR technologies in destination marketing in the future. They see VR as a way to give potential visitors an immersive, interactive experience of a destination before they even arrive, which can help to build excitement and increase the likelihood of them booking a trip. VR can also be used to showcase different aspects of a destination, such as its natural beauty, cultural attractions, and activities, which can help to attract different types of travelers. Additionally, VR can be used to market specific properties, such as hotels and resorts, and can be used to create virtual tours of these properties. Overall, tourism stakeholders believe that VR has the potential to be a powerful marketing tool for destinations. During the interviews, it became clear that the majority of respondents saw great potential in using VR technologies to market destinations in Morocco. Most of the respondents believe that marketing a destination with VR technologies is a very good way to attract more tourists and visitors to the destination, because VR technologies can enhance the destination and be used to promote destinations, activities and experiences, such as theme parks, restaurants, markets, museums, etc. Even VR technologies can showcase a destination at a trade fair or provide opportunities for visitors and tourists to experience the destination's attractions before making a reservation and travelling there. For example, with VR technology, visitors can experience balloon flights, helicopter tours or museum and castle tours. In this section, the advantages and disadvantages of marketing destinations via VR technologies are explained. During the interviews, all respondents mentioned various benefits and drawbacks of using VR technology in destination marketing, which will be discussed in two sections. The first theme will explain what advantages the respondents consider with VR technology's marketing in destinations and the second theme will describe VR technology's disadvantages that have been mentioned during the interviews.


4.1 Advantages of VR technology in destination marketing


As tourism stakeholders have well understood, virtual reality has many advantages for the development of the attractiveness of a territory. It largely responds to the desire of travellers to learn more about the history and culture of the destination. Technology makes it possible to see a place as it once existed, for example, or even to visualise a historic monument in 3D while bringing a touch of interactivity to the tourist.


-VR provides detailed views: Virtual reality offers a complete and detailed view of the place. For example, virtual reality makes sightseeing easier and more interesting. It offers a detailed overview of the place you want to visit. Tourists can then plan their trip by viewing the location's actual location information. Additionally, tourists can see important landmarks and places they are interested in visiting.


Interviewer 9 “From my perspective, VR technology has been a game-changer in destination marketing. It allows us to create virtual tours of destinations, which can be used as a powerful tool to attract visitors. VR can also help visitors to plan their trips better by providing them with a more realistic and detailed understanding of what they can expect when they arrive. This level of detail can go a long way in influencing the decision-making process of potential visitors, ultimately leading to more bookings for the destination.”


Interviewer 21 “As someone who has been in destination marketing for many years, I believe that VR technology has completely transformed the way we market destinations. It provides an innovative way to showcase the unique features of a place and offers a more engaging and interactive experience to potential visitors. VR also allows us to reach a wider audience, including those who might not have considered the destination before.”


-Realistic and creative technology for destinations: 19 of the respondents believe that marketing destinations with VR technology gives visitors or tourists a more realistic view of destinations than ordinary images and prepares the tourists for their trip in a creative way, which helps to set the right expectations before the trip. Even VR technology can enhance the destination and its sales process which can lead to destination development.


Interviewer 3 “I think VR technology has revolutionized the way we showcase destinations to potential visitors. With VR, people can have a realistic and immersive experience of a place without actually being there. This has made it easier for destination marketers to promote their destinations to a global audience, especially during the pandemic when travel restrictions are in place. VR has also helped to create more personalized and interactive experiences for visitors, which can be a big selling point for any destination.”


4.2 Disadvantages of VR technology in destination marketing


-Expensive technology and unavailable in all destinations: During the interviews, 14 respondents mentioned that VR techniques are very expensive compared to usual standard marketing and there are difficulties in applying VR techniques within Moroccan's destinations at themoment, because regional tourismcouncils need a large budget to acquire VR technicians' equipment. Furthermore, VR technologies are not available to everyone, regardless of whether they are in charge of destinations, customers, or visitors. Also, it is difficult to make all tourism companies and businesses invest in VR technologies if there is no constant financial return.


Interviewer 30 “While VR technology has certainly brought a lot of benefits to destination marketing, it also has its downsides. One of the biggest challenges is the cost associated with creating high-quality VR content. This can be a significant barrier for smaller destinations with limited budgets. Additionally, VR experiences are not accessible to everyone, as not everyone has access to the necessary technology or may experience discomfort or motion sickness when using VR headsets.”


-Lack of VR technical skills: During the interviews, 24 respondents mentioned that VR technology is relatively new in the market and that there is a significant lack of knowledge about VR technology. They suggested that in order for destination companies to invest in VR technology, they should learn more about it and understand what it is for, how it works, and what the technology will do for destinations, as well as how VR technology will develop and improve tourism over time.


Respondents have stated that destination companies need to understand what type of experience is best suited for marketing through VR techniques. If VR technologies are going to be used, you probably have to engage and capture the customer's attention so that it becomes a great experience, that makes the customer want to see more of the destination.


Interviewer 1 “As with any technology, there are potential downsides to using VR in destination marketing. One concern is that VR experiences may not always accurately reflect the real-world conditions of a destination. Visitors may have unrealistic expectations based on their virtual experiences, leading to disappointment when they arrive. Another potential issue is the reliance on technology, which can be subject to glitches or malfunctions that can detract from the overall visitor experience.”


Interviewer 19 “I believe that VR technology has its limitations when it comes to destination marketing. While it can provide a more immersive experience, it cannot replicate the real-life experiences of actually visiting a place. For example, VR cannot capture the smells or sounds of a destination, which can be a crucial aspect of the visitor experience. Additionally, VR may not be able to convey the true culture or atmosphere of a destination, which can be a key selling point for some travelers.”


5 DISCUSSION


Virtual reality (VR) technology has been an increasingly popular tool in destination marketing, providing immersive experiences for potential visitors. While VR has been touted for its advantages in destination marketing, it also has potential disadvantages that must be considered.


One of the key advantages of VR technology in destination marketing is the ability to provide a realistic and immersive experience of a place without actually being there. This can be especially useful during the COVID-19 pandemic when travel restrictions are in place, and virtual experiences can serve as a substitute for physical travel. VR can also help create personalized and interactive experiences for visitors, allowing them to engage with destinations in a new way.
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